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Article 18

Little Brother Syndrome
by Mercedes Combs
I sneak around the garage; my prey unsuspectingly walks up the drive.
My hands are armed. I sink into the powdery whiteness and wait. Soon my
plan of action will be in effect. I must wait till the perfect moment, when
nobody knows of my existence.
Sleekly, I move around the garage to
counteract his move. I think to myself he might know my whereabouts, but
that's impossible. Closer, closer, he comes. I wait. He walks closer still.
I wait. Then, when he is nearest and less observant of his surroundings, my
performance is ready. Quickly, I pounce from my hiding spot. Before I have
time to see his reaction, I throw. Once, twice, three times I throw. He
doesn't move. I'm out of ammunition. I reach down to refill my arms, but
it's too late. I didn't consider the possibilities. Now, with my head buried
completely in snow, I scream. I thrash about, hoping to strike him. My
attempts were airy. Eventually, the excitement comes to an end; he leaves me
sitting on the ground, my face bright red and my hair wet. I look at him to
compare my damage. He's wet and pink. It was worth it.
Josh dusts off the remaining snow from his hair before opening the
door to go inside. He looks at me from the doorway; I can't tell whether it's
a smirk or a grin. Once he's gone, I pick myself up. Drips of cold water
slide down my face. I dust off the snow that's still in my hair. Follow Josh
inside.
Nora is in the kitchen, but Josh isn't. Nora is a friend of my parents.
She's been taking care of us for about a week now, ever since our parents left
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for the cruise. She glances up when I walk through the door. I think she
knew what happened. Did Josh tell her, or did she just watch? She smiles
like she's holding in an I-couldn't-have-done-it-better-myself
laugh. I smile
too.

I stood in the doorway a while, peeling wet layers of clothes off my
body. Once down to damp jeans and a sweatshirt, I look for Josh, a heap of
soggy clothes behind me. I consider picking it up, but decide against it.
Nora shakes her head but doesn't say anything.
It didn't take me long to find him. Realizing he's been discovered, he
rolls his eyes. I ignore the sign. "What are you doing?" I ask dumbly. It
was more than obvious he was watching television. He didn't answer me.
I picked up the remote that was sitting on the couch. I hadn't planned on
changing the channel, but my hand slipped. Josh ripped it away from me,
and fixed it. He didn't give it back, but he set it on the couch. I knew better
than to pick it up again.
One time I heard Josh tell someone he liked me. It was only once that
he said this, and all the other times he plays the part of the annoyed older
brother rather well. Nora says I play the part of the annoying little brother
even better. She tells Josh he's good to me, but I don't know what she means
by that because Josh has a history of shoving my head in the snow, water,
leaves, or mud depending on the season. Even though I blame it on him,
deep down I know that I start it. I guess I'm asking for it, although I'd never
admit it to anyone, not even Nora.
I didn't know what Josh was watching, and eventually I got tired of
trying to figure out. I guess Josh didn't like it either because as soon as I left
the room he changed the channel. I didn't care.
Oxford was lying on the floor at the bottom of the stairs. I sat down
to pet him. Oxford was a big dog, an Irish Wolfhound, but much larger than
normal. When he's on all fours, he almost comes above my waist. Nora's
family used to breed these kinds of dogs, and she says she's never seen
anything like him.
Josh and I used to play with Oxford every day. We used to fill up
wagons with treasures that we found on our adventures.
I remember one
time, it was the middle of the winter, and Josh and I tied our sled to Oxford's
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collar. We rode behind him for hours. We didn't even know where we were
gOIng. But we pretended that we were in a dog sled race. Of course, we
won.

*

*

*

I woke up early Monday morning. I walked into the kitchen where
Nora was making pancakes. The radio was on. "... Ford Elementary, Pine
Hurst Middle School, and Oakland Elementary ... , " the announcer listed off
the school closings. His voice faded off in my cheers of excitement.
I half ran, half-skipped into Josh's room. He was just getting up. I
pulled him the rest of the way. "No school today," I screeched. Josh smiled
at me and then climbed back into his bed. "C'mon, Josh, let's go sledding
or something! Don't go back to sleep." He didn't listen; his eyes were
already shut.
I walked back into the kitchen. Nora knew what had happened, she
probably heard, but I told her anyway. "Josh won't come sledding with me."
"It's still early, maybe he'll go with you later."
She smiled
reassuringly.
I spent the morning watching cartoons I ordinarily miss. Around
eleven o'clock, Josh came and joined me. Captain Planet was on; he didn't
even try to change the channel. We sat there only a few minutes before the
phone rang. Josh answered it.
"Hello? .... Yeah, when? .... Okay, I'll meet you half way .... Yeah.
Okay, bye." He hung it back up.
"Where are you going?" I asked. He ignored me.
"Nora?" he called out, making his way into the other room. I tried to
listen.
"I'm going over to Kyle's house. We might go see a movie or
something. " I couldn't hear the rest, but I heard the door open, and then
close as Josh left.
A couple minutes later, Nora asked me if I wanted to go sledding with
Chris, the neighbor. I told her I didn't want to, but I did, a little.
Josh stayed at Kyle's house a long time, long enough for me to find
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something else to do besides wait for him at least. I got out my sled and tied
it to Oxford's collar. Just because Josh isn't here doesn't mean I can't have
fun! I sat down on the sled, and let Oxford do the rest. I wanted him to take
me into town, to where the cinema was; maybe to where Josh was, too. But
Oxford has a mind of his own, and I was just along for the ride. Chances
are, I knew, we'd end up pretty close to there anyway. We usually did.
Oxford carried me into town; I saw the movie theatre a little ways
down the road. If Josh was there, maybe he'd let me play with him and his
friends. I got off the sled; Oxford stopped. I went around to the back of the
theatre, leaving my dog and sled near the sidewalk. The movie hadn't started
yet. Nobody was even there. I walked back around to the front; nobody was
there either. I was mad, a little, because I wanted someone to play with, but
part of me knew he wasn't going to be there.
Oxford was still waiting for me, and I hopped back in the sled. He
started walking the same direction we had been going, but all of a sudden he
started running. I wasn't expecting it, and fell off as soon as he took off. He
was barking very loudly. I picked myself up and ran after him, not even
realizing where he was going.
"Oxford, get back here!" I yelled. My shouts could barely be heard
over his deep roar. I didn't keep up with him, and pretty soon he was far
ahead of me. Then he stopped.
There was Josh. I was so excited to see him, I didn't even notice what
was going on. I kept running toward him, and I got all the way there before
I saw the blood. Josh was kneeling in the snow, drips of red blood were all
around him. I was stunned. "Are you okay?" I whispered. Oxford kept
barking and growling, but he stayed by us. There were three boys, about the
same age as Josh running away.
"Yeah, I'm alright," Josh said. "Thanks."
Thanks. The word slipped off his lips with sincerity. I didn't even
do anything, and Josh was thanking me. I was a little confused at first.
Josh started petting Oxford. "Good Boy," he said to him. Josh was
glad that I was here. For once, Josh was actually glad to have me around.
"You're welcome," I said.
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*

*

*

Saturday I walked into Josh's bedroom. He was watching television;
he didn't even look up when I came in. I sat on the bed, Josh was lying on
the floor. "G.!. Joe is on," I told him, hoping he would take some interest.
"Go watch it then," he snapped. I didn't answer, and I didn't leave.
The remote control was right next to me. I thought about picking it up and
changing the channel myself. I decided I better not. Not yet, at least.
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